Indonesia has been suffocating under an orange haze for months. By the end of October, half a million people had been treated for respiratory problems caused by the polluted air. Schools had to close and children were evacuated by military vessels in the worst affected areas. At times, the haze even affected northern neighbours Vietnam and Cambodia.
The habitual slash-and-burn approach of local farmers to clearing land for plantations had conspired with the draining of peat lands for development and this year's severe drought caused by the unusually strong El Niño phenomenon to produce widespread wildfi res and a natural disaster of apocalyptic proportions.
More than two million hectares of forest and peat land were lost. By the end of October, the fi res were estimated to be releasing more carbon dioxide per day than the US economy. Conservation groups in the country warned that one third of the orangutan population was threatened, along with many other rare species, such as the Sumatran tiger and the clouded leopard.
And yet, the mass media in the western world hardly paid any attention to the eco-apocalypse. In a column published in The Guardian on October 30 th , the British biologist and environmentalist George Monbiot complained that the western media were obsessing with trivial news while the world was ablaze (http://bit. ly/20faOcJ). "It is almost certainly the greatest environmental disaster of the 21st century -so far," Monbiot wrote. "The media makes a collective nondecision to treat this catastrophe as a non-issue, and we all carry on as if it's not happening."
Indonesia may be far away from where most of us live, but the problems it faces right now are linked in multiple ways to global issues, so there are many good reasons why we should pay more attention. Triggered by the economic incentives to produce palm oil that we fi nd in many of our food and cosmetic products, exacerbated by the farreaching Pacifi c weather phenomenon El Niño, which itself is turbocharged by climate change, and not helped by political leadership that puts shortterm economic interests above the environment, the Indonesian fi res shine a light on the complex problems of our time, and may forebode similar ecological disasters in the near future.
Indonesia on fi re
Indonesia's peat lands and forests should normally be fi re resistant, and they are certainly not part of the ecosystems where fi res are part of the natural cycle (Curr. Biol. (2015) 25, R693-R696). However, people aiming to develop land for farming with or without legal concessions have built canals to drain peat land and have thus made it fi re sensitive. Dried-out peat can smoulder underground for months and release large quantities of carbon dioxide as well as toxic gases.
In addition to that, this year's El Niño is emerging as the most powerful on record, already stronger than the one in 1997. For Indonesia, El Niño brings drought, and the severely dried-out forests were tinder for the fi res.
Farmers using fi res to clear land provided the sparks to set the country alight. They do so every year, in spite of fi nger-wagging from the government, but with this year's drought the disaster took on a much larger scale than in previous years.
In the absence of interest from the mainstream media, organisations like Greenpeace and Mongabay reported from the disaster zone and tried to raise awareness of the human and ecological cost. By October, Greenpeace observers had spotted new oil-palm seedlings planted in the burnt ground, leaving no doubt over who stands to benefi t from the disaster.
The Indonesian government, meanwhile, has responded with calls for action. At the beginning of November, as the fi rst rainfalls had started to dampen down the fi res, President Joko Widodo asked his ministers to form a specialised task force to ensure the disaster is not
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Forest fi res: Dried-out forests and drained peat lands have been burning for several months this year, leaving the country smothered in a haze of orange smoke. (Photo: Ardiles Rante/Greenpeace.)
R1108 Current Biology 25, R1107-R1125, December 7, 2015 ©2015 Elsevier Ltd All rights reserved contain palm oil, and it is also widely used as a cooking oil across Asia.
NGOs including the WWF and Greenpeace have long warned that the production of palm oil in Indonesia is unsustainable and drives deforestation. It threatens endangered species including the Sumatran tiger and both species of orang-utan and makes Indonesia one of the biggest emitters of carbon dioxide. Ironically, a small part of the demand is driven by the trend towards biofuels, even though the carbon balance of clearing rainforest to grow oil palms would surely outweigh any carbon benefi ts that may accrue from the renewable fuel.
In 2008, Greenpeace targeted Unilever, the world's biggest buyer of palm oil, with activists dressing up as orang-utans and invading the company's London headquarters. Thanks to this and other mediaeffective stunts, the problematic connections of palm oil have become more widely known, and companies have made some efforts to clean up their supply chains. They had already set up the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) in 2004, which works toward improving their image, but progress has been slow and criticism of the Indonesian trade kept coming.
In his recent commentary on the Indonesian disaster, George Monbiot named Unilever, Starbucks, PepsiCo and Kraft Heinz as examples of companies that "move more slowly and opaquely" than others. This assessment is based on the recent report published by the Rainforest Action Network (RAN), "Testing commitments to cut confl ict palm oil" (http://bit.ly/1MwS8jl). Front-runners in the "race to cut confl ict palm oil" are the global confectionery brand Mars and the US-based manufacturer of fruit spreads and peanut butter, Smucker's. They are the only contenders that have achieved the stage of insisting on rule compliance from their suppliers across their entire operations.
The RAN report focuses on the "snackfood 20" companies, but the WWF also publishes regular palm oil scorecards of a wider range of companies. It aims to publish its next edition in the fi rst half of 2016. Many companies had set themselves the target of achieving 100% sustainable palm oil sourcing by 2015. Therefore, the WWF will use the next scorecard to assess whether they succeeded.
"2015 is a crucial year for the palm oil industry and WWF will take the opportunity to report on the real actions companies took in 2015 rather than only on what they promise to do," Adam Harrison, WWF's lead on palm oil, said in June. "We will also be looking at international companies that have not yet made commitments in order to bring more transparency to the industry at large and to let consumers know which of their favourite brands are taking the necessary steps to eliminate deforestation from their supply chains."
Apart from the ecological and environmental problems, the RSPO and its members have also been accused of poor monitoring and enforcement of labour standards. Forced and child labour and human traffi cking have been linked to the palm oil industry, including plantations belonging to RSPO members. At the start of the RSPO's annual meeting in Kuala Lumpur in November, a coalition of civil rights groups from Malaysia and Indonesia claimed that the RSPO's scheme, RSPO Next, doesn't "go far enough to ensure suffi cient oversight of fair labor practices, including independent auditing, nor do they enact necessary consequences repeated. He has also issued a series of new 'instructions' to ban the use of fi re for land clearing and the draining of peat land, among other things.
Greenpeace observers have pointed out, however, that these instructions are not as legally binding as a presidential decree would be, and that the devil lies in the compliance with the rules, which is traditionally poor. Moreover, any control of deforestation and land-use change in Indonesia is suffering from the lack of easily accessible registry data, such that it may be diffi cult to establish who holds legal rights over a given piece of land. And the economic incentives to clear land and use it for palm oil production with or without legal rights are large enough to be irresistible for many.
Palm oil connections
Indonesia is the world's biggest producer of palm oil. The crop is native to West Africa, but was established on a large scale in Malaysia in the 1930s, and later in Indonesia, where cultivation has expanded rapidly over the last few decades. As the oil palm produces more oil per hectare than all other oil crops, palm oil has become an important commodity on the global market. Up to half the packaged products in western supermarkets While the fi res were raging in Indonesia, the business with palm oil carried on as if nothing happened and as if there was no connection between the two issues. On November 10 th , the Bloomberg Business website reported: "Palm oil exports from Indonesia, the largest producer, jumped to a record after India and China stepped up buying amid signs of tightening supplies" (http://bloom.bg/1LlEWbf). The report notes that the forest fi res diminished this year's harvest, as the haze blocked sunlight and stunted the growth of the palm fruit. There was no mention that the practices of palm oil producers might have contributed to this problem.
Not discouraged by the haze, the Indonesian and Malaysian governments announced at the beginning of October that they are to set up a new Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries in order to strengthen their economic clout. By harmonising regulations and fostering co-operation between the biggest producers they hope to stabilise the price of their product on the global markets and to improve its competitiveness against other oil crops. The Indonesian government minister overseeing the set-up accused the western countries of setting high standards to protect their own vegetable oils -a view that may spell further trouble for Indonesia's environment.
El Niño breaks records
The Indonesian drought and fi re catastrophe is just one of the many anomalies that the unusually strong El Niño will cause around the world in 2015-2016. Meteorologists were warning of an exceptional El Niño in mid-2015, and the warming of the Pacifi c waters has continued since then. At 2.8°C above normal, the early November weekly sea surface temperature in the relevant region in the equatorial Pacifi c matched the peak weekly value on 26 th November 1997 measured during the 1997-1998 El Niño. As of mid-November, experts anticipate that the warming will intensify further until the beginning of the new year, then weaken and disappear by the middle of 2016.
By then, most of the world will have felt some knock-on effects of the resulting ripples in the global weather systems. Drier conditions will also affect India, Vietnam, Australia, South Africa, and parts of Chile. Harvest losses in South Asia in particular have the potentials to cause substantial humanitarian crises.
Meanwhile, the rain that these areas are missing out on is bound to come down elsewhere. Countries including Yemen, Somalia and Peru are at risk of unusually heavy rain leading to landslides and fl ooding. In California, where an exceptional drought has persisted for more than three years, there is hope that El Niño will bring rain and help to replenish the reservoirs and aquifers.
Fortunately the whole El Niño system is now much better understood than it was when the previous record was set in 1997-1998. Thanks to comprehensive observation data and detailed computer modelling, governments and humanitarian organisations are getting advance warnings of the weather events likely to cause catastrophes. On the other hand, as El Niño tends to have the most pronounced effects in the tropics and thus hits the poorer countries harder, there are limits to the protection accessible to the people who will be most affected by it.
In the oceans, the unusually warm water will lead to a global wave of coral bleaching -this, too, is a major ecological catastrophe and nobody can do anything to alleviate this one (Curr. Biol. (2015) 25, R1057-R1059).
More worrying still is the idea that climate change is contributing to making extremely strong El Niño events, which used to be very rare, a more frequent feature. Coral reefs need decades to recover, and terrestrial biotopes may need several years to bounce back from severe drought or fl ooding events. Thus, if the global weather turmoil ends up happening every other year, many of the catastrophic effects will become irreversible.
As the global warming curve is about to pass the mark of one degree Celsius and the average atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration now exceeds 400 ppm, the Indonesian fi res may well be a fi rst glimpse of what a two-degree world may look like.
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